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SOME RECENT THEORIES REGARDING THE 
STAGES OF ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT. 1 

EDWIN F. GAY. 

The- paper opens with a review of the chief attempts 
made since the rise of the historical school in economics 
to formulate stages of economic progress, dwelling espe- 
cially upon the views of List, Roscher, Hildebrand, Knies, 
Rodbertus, and Marx. Among several more recent con- 
tributions to the discussion of the so-called laws of eco- 
nomic development, those of Schmoller and Bucher have 
received perhaps the widest acceptance and therefore most 
demand a critical examination. 

Their theories agree in characterizing the successive 
"self-sufficing" economies of the household, the town, 
and the nation, as stages in the economic history of west- 
ern Europe, but they differ in the choice of criteria of 
classification and in the mode of presentation. Bucher 
especially has laid himself open to severe criticism for 
his historical inaccuracies in describing the economic 
aspects of ancient and medieval history. He has in both 
periods seriously underestimated the importance of the 
commercial and industrial factors. 

Criticism, however, distinguishing between the theory 
itself and its presentation, finds that even when freed 
from exaggeration and error of statement the scheme of 
stages is an inadequate summary of economic progress. 
It does not sufficiently allow for differences of place and 
time as between countries, periods, and varying forms of 

"This paper, of which a brief abstract is here given, will appear 
in a future number of the Quarterly Journal of Economics. 
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economic activity. The static character of the stages 
chosen as typical obscures the action of dynamic forces; 
the simple static formulae neglect the operation of great 
transforming agencies, economic and social. Further- 
more, the quantitative criteria of the theory, whether of 
extent of market area or of distance between producer 
and ..consumer, are found wanting when applied to a prob- 
lem of qualitative estimation. 

The laws of economic development which the historical 
school undertook to discover have not been formulated. 
The stages hitherto proposed are suggestive but inexact 
labels for loosely defined historical periods and possess 
only a limited and provisional value. 



